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particle penetrates about 100,000 molecules or atoms in traversing
two inches of air at ordinary pressure. One might think it would
rebound this way and that as a result of the collisions, but on the
contrary, the path is nearly straight until the end of the range

FIGURE 36. Tracks of alpha rays photographed by Wilson cloud
chamber method. Most of the rays penetrate atoms without striking
nuclei, but the forked track shows one that did. A proton was emitted,
forming the upper branch; the remainder of the atom produced the
lower branch. (Photograph by Professor W. D. Harkins, reproduced
from Hausmann and Slack's Physics.)
has been reached. At the end there is sometimes a sharp deflection
of the track, and always the stopping of the particle is very sudden
and definite.
The straight-ness of the path is revealing. A meteor shooting
through the earth's atmosphere encounters the most matter per
second, and therefore the greatest resistance, when moving fastest;
but if the meteor were fired as a projectile through the whole solar
system it would encounter the least resistance when moving fastest,
for then it would be opposed only by gravitational attractions and